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MAN OF SCIENCE, MAN OF FAITH
Charles Townes receives the Templeton Prize for his
influential efforts to illuminate the relationship between
scientific and religious inquiry.

his seminal 1966 article
"The Convergence of

similarities between scientific and

Science and Religion,"

theological inquiry were unusual for
their time. Indeed, so rare was his

Charles Townes, the Nobel
laureate and 1935 Furman graduate

position that he admitted in the paper

whose pioneering research resulted
in the invention of the maser and laser,

that many of his colleagues might

discussed the role of faith as it pertains

consider it "extreme." Nonetheless,
he proposed that the differences between

to both religion and science.

science and religion "are largely super

Writing for THINK magazine,

ficial, and . . . the two become almost

published by IBM, Townes said, "The

indistinguishable if we look at the real

essential role of faith in religion is so

nature of each."

well known that it is usually taken as
characteristic of religion, and as dis

When Townes' article was reprinted
in The Technology Review, published

tinguishing religion from science. But

by Massachusetts Institute of Technology,

faith is essential to science too, although

it caused something of a storm among

we do not so generally recognize the

scientists who saw no room in their

basic need and nature of faith in science.

profession for anything remotely related

"Faith is necessary for the scientist

displays a ruby maser amplifier
for radio astronomy.

to faith or religion. In fact, the editor

to even get started, and deep faith neces

of the journal received a letter from an

sary for him to carry out his tougher tasks.

alumnus who threatened to cut off all

Why? Because he must be personally

contact with MIT if it printed anything

committed to the belief that there is

in the future that dealt with religion.

order in the universe and that the human

In this 1957 photo, Charles Townes

Townes' assertions about the

Such hostility was not new to Townes.

mind - in fact his own mind - has

Yet rather than dissuade him, it served

a good chance of understanding this

to fuel his interest in the parallels be

order. Without this belief, there would

tween science and religion. To this day,

be little point in intense effort to try to

he continues to examine them in books,

understand a presumably disorderly or
incomprehensible world. Such a world

journals and lectures.

would take us back to the days of super

Learned," published in the December

stition, when man thought capricious

2001 issue of Esquire magazine, Townes

forces manipulated his universe.

discussed the idea of revelation as it

"In fact, it is just this faith in an order

In an interview titled "What I 've

ly universe, understandable to man, which

related to his discovery of the principles
behind the laser in the early 1950s, which

allowed the basic change from an age of

led to his 1 964 Nobel Prize in physics.

superstition to an age of science, and has
made possible our scientific progress."

He told the magazine, "I n religion,
people talk about revelations. In science

Charles Townes joins M other Teresa as the only people to have
won both the Nobel Prize and the Templeton Prize.

you find many revelations, too, it's just
that people don't talk about them that way.
"When the idea for the laser came
to me, I was sitting on a park bench think
ing, 'Now, why haven't I been able to do

Mother Teresa, evangelist Billy Graham

in the humid conditions of the Pacific

this?' Suddenly a new idea comes to me,

and author Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.

Theater.

a new creation. Where did it come from?

The 89-year-old Townes, now a grad

After the war he became associate

uate professor at the University of Cali

professor of physics at Columbia Uni

I didn't suddenly have a view of God's

fornia, said that he would contribute

versity and met Arthur L. Schawlow,

face, if that's what you mean.

approximately half of the award to

who became his research assistant.

"In science we just don't talk about

Furman, with substantial amounts also

The two would eventually combine their

it much. You say, 'Well, I had an idea.'

going to the Pacific School of Religion,

energies (and become brothers-in-law)

Did God give me this idea? Who knows?

In the religious world people talk about

the Center for Theology and the Natural

to make major advances in the field

revelations. They are not so basically

Sciences, the Berkeley Ecumenical Chap

of microwave spectroscopy.

different."

laincy to the Homeless, and the First
Congregational Church of B erkeley.
his commitment to the

Furman president David Shi nomi

In 1951 Townes, along with many
other physicists, was studying how to use
microwave spectroscopy to better examine

idea that the aims of and

nated Townes for the award. In doing so,

molecular structure. As part of his

questions raised by science

Shi said, "Charles Townes grew up in

research, he chaired a Navy-sponsored

a progressive Baptist family. He came

committee that encouraged research that

same, for his reasoned and consistent

of age intellectually and spiritually in

might result in the generation of waves

belief in the connection between science

the 1 930s, when quantum mechanics,

shorter than those of current radar sys

and spiritual realities, and for his ongoing

Einstein's Theory of Relativity, and

tems - a goal that had proven elusive

efforts to explain the similarities in

cosmological principles derived from the

to researchers around the world.

method, mission and purpose between

implications of the "Big Bang" hypothesis

the communities of faith and science,

convinced many scientists that knowledge

mittee meeting in Washington, D.C.,

Charles Hard Townes was awarded

and perception were uncertain rather than

Townes woke up early and, because the

the 2005 Templeton Prize for Progress

fixed. In the 1950s, he embarked on a

hotel restaurant was not yet open, went

Toward Research or D iscoveries about

lifelong quest to unite faith and reason.

and religion are often the

Spiritual Realities.

"This quest, amplified by his personal

One spring morning before a com

outside to greet the day. As he sat on
a bench, wrestling with his research

experiences and scholarly reflections,

questions, a solution popped into his

led to his belief that religion and science
must eventually converge - and their

head, and he quickly jotted it down

of Edinburgh formally presented the
prize to Townes in a private ceremony

convergence will lead to new and deeper

at Buckingham Palace on May 4.

insights into God's purposes."

The announcement was made
March 9 in New York City. The Duke

on a piece of paper.
His sudden insight led to the
development of the first working maser,
a device that amplifies electromagnetic

Started in 1972 by Sir John Templeton,
a global investor and philanthropist who

Greenville native, Townes

waves, and soon thereafter, in collabora

received an honorary Doctor of Humani

was born in 1 9 1 5 to Ellen

tion with Schawlow, to the invention of

ties degree from Furman in 1995, the

and Henry Townes. He

the laser, which amplifies and directs

Templeton Prize is presented annually

received a B.A. degree

light waves into parallel direct beams.

to a living person to encourage and honor

in modern languages and a B . S . degree

Ultimately, it resulted in an astonishing

those who advance knowledge in spiritual

in physics summa cum laude from Furman

array of discoveries now in common

matters. An international, i nterfaith

when he was 19. Two years later, he

use in medicine, telecommunications,

panel of nine judges awards the prize,
which is worth more than $ 1.5 million.

earned a master's degree in physics from
Duke University and, in 1939, a Ph.D.

electronics, computers and many other

Its monetary value is in keeping with

in physics from Cal ifornia Institute

co-authored the influential book

Sir John Templeton's stipulation that

of Technology.

Microwave Spectroscopy, and in 1960

it always be worth more than the Nobel

That same year Townes joined the

Prizes, and underscores his belief that

technical staff at Bell Labs, which pro

research and advances in spiritual dis

duced such advances as the transistor,

areas. In 1955, Townes and Schawlow

they shared a patent for the laser.
In 1 961, a year after Frank Drake
and associates launched the first scientific

coveries can be quantifiably more signifi

solar cells and fiber optics. During

search for radio transmissions from

cant than those recognized by the Nobels.

World War I I he helped develop radar

distant solar systems, Townes co

systems that performed effectively

authored a paper with R.N. Schwartz

Among the previous recipients are
8

in Nature that proposed using the optical
spectrum for similar indications. More

advisory board that has helped to plan
the new science complex. The main

Shi added, "Charles Townes helped
to create and sustain the dialogue between

than 40 years later, optical searches for

lecture room in Plyler Hall of Science

science and theology. He has made a pro

extraterrestrial intelligence are under
way at observatories at Harvard, MIT

is named in his honor, and a Wall of

found contribution to the world's progress

Honor in Hartness Pavilion recognizes

in understanding - and embracing 

and the University of California, among
others.

his pioneering work.

the wonder of God's creation."
The Templeton Prize may or may

Townes received the Nobel Prize

Townes and his wife of 63 years,
the former Frances H. Brown, live in

in Physics in 1 964 with two physicists

Berkeley, Calif. They have four daughters

from the Lebedev Institute in Moscow,

and six grandchildren.

Aleksander Prokhorov and Nikolai Basov.

not be the crowning achievement of
Townes' illustrious career. But it does
make a statement about the broader
contributions of a brilliant gentleman

They were honored for "fundamental

nominating Townes for

and scholar who saw similarities in the

work in the field of quantum electronics

the Templeton Prize, David

worlds of religion and science - and

which has led to the construction of

Shi said, "He points out that

influenced the scientific and theological

oscillators and amplifiers based on
the maser-laser principle."

both scientists and theolo

communities to recognize them.

Townes has served as provost and

gians seek truth that transcends current
human understanding, and because both

This story compiled by Jim Stewart,

are human perspectives trying to explain

using information supplied by the John

of the Enrico Fermi International School

and to find meaning in the universe, both

Templeton Foundation and material

of Physics, and university professor of

are fraught with uncertainty. Scientists

in the Furman archives.

physics at the University of California.

propose hypotheses from postulates, from

His current work uses lasers to help com
bine images from distant telescopes.

Thus, like religion, science builds on

He holds honorary degrees from more

a form of faith."

professor of physics at MIT, director

ideas that ultimately cannot be proven.

than 25 institutions (including Furman)
and is the recipient of close to 100 honors
and awards.
At Furman he is a member of the
board of trustees and serves on the
9

